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The passing of music legend David Bowie on January 10th, 2016 sent shock waves through
the entertainment world. Coming a mere two days after the release of his 25th studio album
Blackstar, Bowie's passing after a battle with liver cancer was widely covered by media, with
tributes pouring in from fans, musicians and industry executives. Documentaries, exposi-
tions, tribute concerts and album releases, including the poignant video for Bowie's "No
Plan" (2017), appearing on what would have been Bowie's 70th birthday, continue to keep
Bowie very much present in the sublunary pop world.
Published in 2015, David Bowie: Critical Perspectives is the sixth and latest installment in
Routledge's Studies in Popular Music series and adds a scholarly perspective on Bowie (by
self-confessed academic fans or fans who happen to be academics) that is a much needed
complement to the largely unabated biographical and documentary outpouring. The edited
volume is the product of a three-day conference held at the University of Limerick, Ireland,
in October of 2012, entitled Strange Fascination? A Symposium on David Bowie, an event
which included performances, artwork and screenings as well as papers and panel discus-
sions―by fans as well as academics. Contributors to the ensuing volume include scholars
from the fields of literature, sociology, education, music, law, philosophy, history and media
studies, all seeking to cover Bowie's roles as "recording artist, music producer, actor, film
producer and painter." The collection is comprised of 17 chapters that range across Bowie's
career and include discussions not only of his music and artistic development but also of
fashion, film and cultural influence. The editors tell us that, applied to Bowie, the epithet
"iconic" is no trite media cliche: he is "one of the most enduring, intriguing and complex fig-
ures within popular culture" (xiv).
The volume's first chapter is by Kathryn Johnson, one of the curators of the David Bowie
Is exposition (currently open to the public at Warehouse Terrada G1 in Tokyo until April
9th, 2017). Opening at the Victoria and Albert Museum in London in the same month as
the arrival of Bowie's long-waited The Next Day album in 2013, the exhibition became the
fastest selling event in the V&A's history (1) and by the time of his death had attracted over
1 million visitors. Johnson's account of assembling the exhibit from the extensive David
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Bowie Archive, Bowie's personal collection of more than 75, 000 items, is organized around
the claim that "a creative tension between power and empowerment"―Bowie's considerable
cultural authority alongside his frequent statement that the meaning of his work resides
with fans―"is central to Bowie's lasting cultural impact and enduring popularity" (3).
Some of the tensions of the authorial-audience co-creation thesis outlined by Johnson are
reflected in the chapters that follow. Richard Fitch explores the interplay of allusion and ni-
hilism in Bowie's music while the editors collaborate on a chapter examining the role the
figure of Pierrot in Bowie's oeuvre, taking the 1980 song and video "Ashes to Ashes" as its
object of analysis. Meanwhile, Bethany Usher and Stephanie Fremaux explore Bowie's ca-
reer during the 1990s, in particular his brief involvement with the rock band The Tin
Machine (1988-92). Drawing on interviews, images and magazine features Usher and
Fremaux conclude (somewhat uncontroversially) that the stint as band frontman allowed
Bowie to emerge as a truly independent artist―an insight corroborated by the two psycho-
analytically inspired chapters that follow. Ana Leorne in "Dear Dr. Freud: Davide Bowie
Hits the Couch" brings theories of Freud and Lacan to analysis of Bowie's pantheon of alter
egos, including Ziggy Stardust, Aladdin Sane and the Thin White Duke, while Tanja Stark
examines the connections of Bowie's work to Carl Jung. Stark follows Bowie's career-
spanning artistic dialogue with Jung, beginning with the 1967's "The Shadow Man," and
Leorne concludes that Bowie's adoption of stage personae constituted the coping mechanism
he needed as a developing artist until mid-career, when he declared an end to such character
creation. These chapters clearly reveal an "authorial" Bowie, very much in control of his ca-
reer and image―"Ashes to Ashes," for example, is "a tightly structured composition full of
deliberate historical and structural allusions," argues Fitch (45) ―if not always certain or
successful in his negotiations of pop celebrity.
Readers on this side of the world will find interest in the chapters that delve into Bowie's
connections to Asia, in particular Helene Marie Thian's "Moss Garden: David Bowie and
Japonism in Fashion in the 1970s," Shelton Waldrep's "The 'China Girl' Problem:
Reconsidering David Bowie in the 1980s" and Mehdi Deroufi's "Embodying Stardom,
Representing Otherness: David Bowie in 'Merry Christmas Mr. Lawrence.'" Thian, a fash-
ion historian and Japan specialist, locates Bowie's cultivation of Japanese influences in the
context of postwar London, where interest in Japan had been growing throughout the 1960s
and where Bowie in the 1970s would become a "lightning rod for the incorporation of the
cultural esthetic of Japan" (128). British artist Lindsay Kemp, who taught Bowie dance and
mime during the 1960s, and Kansai Yamamoto, whose fashions began appearing in London
in the 1970s, were instrumental in the emergence of Bowie's first rock persona, Ziggy
Stardust ("Screwed up eyes and screwed down hair-do/Like some cat from Japan," sings
Bowie in the song of the same name). Thian's chapter draws on the visual archive in order
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to document Bowie's Japonism as well as Kemp's specific influence on Bowie, situating
Bowie's cultural significance with the context of a broader postwar rapprochement of Japan
and the West as well as a new phase of internationalism in fashion.
Shelton Waldrep, author of Aesthetics of Self-Invention: Oscar Wilde to David Bowie, as-
sesses Bowie's work in the 1980s―often considered a disappointing phase in artistic terms
―focusing on the commercially successful Let's Dance album of 1983 and what he calls
"the 'China Girl' problem." According to Waldrep, by covering a song he had co-written
with long-time friend Iggy Pop for The Idiot (1977), Bowie "references his great work in the
1970s and throws an interestingly complex light on it" . . . . "expanding [the song] into a
major theme for a concert tour, music video and film role" (147). Waldrep points out that
while the Iggy version of the song is rooted in the singer's personal experience, Bowie's re-
make "seems to emphasize the notion of the stereotyped or cliched Chinese woman," includ-
ing elements of parody and references to film. Concluding that the song connects to Bowie's
efforts in the 1980s to counter racism (151), Waldrep insists, however, that the video itself
comes close to endorsing orientalist stereotypes in its portrayal of the video's Asian female
as a "fragile sub-First-World Colonial subject" (151). Bowie's remake plays up "the political
and cultural meaning of the song, but . . . strays into such dangerous territory that Bowie
risks being misunderstood" (153). Yet if Bowie is guilty of endorsing colonialist stereotypes,
his role as Jack Celliers in Nagisa Oshima's Merry Christmas Mr. Lawrence (1983) turns the
tables on this conjunction of race and gender politics as Bowie's character becomes an object
of desire―the blond, blue-eyed Westerner―of an Asian gaze, a theme taken up in depth
in the next chapter. Mehdi Deroufi's "Embodying Stardom, Representing Otherness," also
focuses on Bowie's career during the 1980s, in particular the supposedly "normalized" mas-
culine image that Bowie projected during this conservative era. Deroufi looks at the gender
politics of Tony Scott's The Hunger (1983) before turing to an extended discussion of Merry
Christmas Mr. Lawrence. For the two films, in fact, echo each other, with John of The
Hunger representing a "defeated masculinity" and Celliers providing an opportunity for "the
Western spectator to experience the position of the postcolonial subject" (174).
David Bowie: Critical Perspectives includes a number of other valuable explorations of
Bowie's life and career, including his Berlin sojourn in the late seventies (chapter 12), a
reading of his album cover artwork (chapter 11), an assessment of his film career (chapter
13), including his debut in Nicholas Roeg's 1976 film The Man Who Fell to Earth (chapter
14), and the implications of his work for the English novel (chapter 17), not to mention in-
sightful analyses of the interplay of Bowie's words, music and images (chapters 3 and 15).
With its sophisticated and multifaceted theoretical approach to one of the twentieth cen-
tury's most important pop artists, David Bowie: Critical Perspectives not only heralds yet an-
other emerging sector of the Bowie industry―namely, the output of his academic fans―
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but also provides strong reasons for his enduring popularity. In the collection's penultimate
chapter, Nick Stevenson, author of David Bowie: Fame, Sound and Vision (2006), addresses
Bowie's sociological importance, with suggestive responses to the questions of authority and
foreign cultural influence in Bowie's work highlighted above. Like Fitch's exploration of ni-
hilism (chapter 2), Stevenson sees Bowie's abiding importance to fans in his role as guide
both to the modern problem of identity and the relation to the Other: "The demand that we
live flexibly and throw out what is no longer of use puts us all in a . . . vulnerable position.
We are challenged today to try and live with an ever-changing global present without be-
coming ugly citizens or nostalgically clinging to the past" (282). Bowie's best work enjoins
us to create a world of "hospitality to difference" while also offering "a continual critique of
the 'fascist self' that seeks to expel ambiguity and doubt" (284). Moreover, as Fitch points
out, although Bowie reproached himself for often succumbing to "violence and chaos" in his
work, he sought to expose the naked logic of nihilism in the world, and through his music,
with its rich allusions and its many cultural reference points, offered a guide to a social
order without violence.
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